Centrally administered corticotropin-releasing hormone and peripheral injections of strychnine hydrochloride potentiate the acoustic startle response in preweanling rats.
Attempts to condition fear potentiation of startle (FPS) in rats younger than 23 days of age have not been successful, regardless of the type of aversively conditioned stimulus used (P. S. Hunt, R. Richardson, & B. A. Campbell, 1994; R. Richardson, G. Paxinos, & J. Lee, 2000; R. Richardson & A. Vishney, 2000). In the present study, the authors report that peripheral injections of strychnine hydrochloride, a glycine receptor antagonist, and intracerebroventricular infusions of corticotropin releasing hormone (CRH) both potentiated the acoustic startle response (ASR) in 16-18-day-old rats. Because strychnine and CRH have distinct sites of activation in the primary startle pathway, it can be concluded that this pathway is functional and modifiable in rats younger than 23 days of age. This finding suggests that the failure to observe conditioned FPS in preweanling rats is due to an immaturity of the secondary fear circuit responsible for enhancing the ASR during a fear state.